In a recent essay outlining principles for rethinking the future of library collections, Dan Hazen, Associate Librarian of Harvard College for Collection Development, notes that " [research] libraries have traditionally built their reputations on the basis of their collection size and also the depth and breadth of rare book holdings and their special collections." Even in light of digitization programs allowing broader access to content once considered scarce, he argues, local ownership of "unique artifacts, as well as uniquely comprehensive collections, remain primary measures of quality" among research libraries. 1 st -century research library is as critical to its future as is understanding the environment for resource sharing, the need to rethink retention of print collections, or the challenges inherent in supporting e-scholarship. ARL has not yet chosen to "celebrate" the distinctive services of its member libraries in the way it did their special collections, but it has taken important steps by including studies of services in its "New Roles for New Times" initiative, and by bringing a services focus to its series of institutional profiles. 4 Over the past three years, we at the University of Illinois at UrbanaChampaign have conducted an ongoing discussion of services as "signifiers of excellence" on par with our long-time focus on collections. Through the "New Services Models" (NSM) program (http:// www.library.illinois.edu/nsm/), we have engaged librarians and users in discussions, planning efforts, and change initiatives aimed at exploring what "excellence" in libraries means in an environment fundamentally re-shaped by changes in information-seeking behaviors, scholarly communications, information technology, pedagogical practices, interdisciplinary approaches to scholarship, as well as by the global economic downturn. Pursuing the NSM program has allowed us to develop new approaches to our digital service environment, to rethink traditional services, and to design and implement new services in collaboration with our users, e.g., our Scholarly Commons (http:// www.library.illinois.edu/sc/). We are still deeply engaged in this process, and we are still grappling with the question of how best to assess the quality and impact of these new (or renewed) services, but we are guided by the basic assumption underlying this editorial: in an era when everything we know about how content is created, acquired, accessed, evaluated, disseminated, employed, and preserved for the future is in flux, the research library must be distinguished by the scope and quality of its service programs in the same way it has long been by the breadth and depth of its locally-held collections.
This "service turn" in our thinking is important not just for what it tells us about the future of the research library, but also for the way in which it allows us to appreciate the "distinctive signifiers of excellence" found across a broader range of institutions. Does every ARL library support a first-year-experience initiative like Bowling Green's (http:// www.bgsu.edu/colleges/library/assistance/page41131.html), an information literacy program like the one at Wartburg College (http://library.wartburg. edu/infolit/), or a literary magazine like Hostos Community College's ¡Escriba! /Write! (http://www.hostos.cuny.edu/ library/escriba/)? The answer is "no," because while the development of a distinctive library service does require vision, strategic planning, and professional expertise, it does not require access to a local collection numbering in the millions. Defining distinctive services with the clarity with which we have defined distinctive collections allows us to acknowledge that the 21 st century will be marked by different, but equally valid, definitions of excellence in academic libraries, and that the manner in which individual libraries demonstrate excellence will be distinctive to the service needs, and to the opportunities to address those needs, found on each campus.
Many services that I might identify as distinctive have been described in the literature; others have not. Our challenge in the coming years will be to more thoughtfully engage the question of what array of services our users should expect to find in a 21 st -century academic library, and the question of how a focus on services as "distinctive signifiers of excellence" can help us to promote a community of practice inclusive of all library types. We should ask what makes a service "distinctive," how such services are designed and delivered, and how they are staffed and sustained. We should consider who our partners will be in the collaborative development of these services, and pay more attention to how we will assess their impact and communicate their value. When we have done this, we will have taken an historic turn in our thinking about how we define 8 the leading libraries in our field and the benchmarks for excellence toward which we all strive in support of our commitments to service to teaching and learning, to research and scholarship, and to our communities and cultural heritage.
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